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Water is Life.
A Forgotten Struggle.

Dr. Avilash Roul

Millions of campaign on water issues in Asia could not alter the 
Bank’s direction, but a single report, ‘Charting Our Water Future,’ 
significantly altered it towards the reverse direction. As the Water 
Financing Program (2006-2010) will be closing this year, the Bank 
found its decade-long work in the Water Operational Framework 2011-
2020 in the report. To rescue the implementation of the shortsighted 
Strategy 2020, the Bank has to address the gloomy arithmetic of 
water status in major Asian countries such as China, India, Pakistan, 
Vietnam, Bangladesh, Nepal, Uzbekistan and Cambodia through a set of 
prescriptions which will overhaul the water sector in each government 
that has given the private sector a leading role. 

A range of issues such as per capita water, urbanization and 
industrialization, inefficient irrigation practice, virtual water, inefficient 
water governance, impact of climate change and missing links of water, 
energy and food suddenly push the Bank to seriously look into water. 

It is a welcome step to look into water using a holistic approach, 
such as the climate change impact, when selecting projects and 
programs. A decade has passed, but the Bank has not learned where 
the serious problem is with regard to implementing Integrated Water 
Resource Management (IWRM). The IWRM has historical links to 
ancient civilizations in Asia and yet the Bank depends on the know-how 
of consultants who are bereft of a simple understanding of IWRM. The 
Bank’s ‘Asia-ness’ is questionable with respect to the direction of its 
water framework. 

Participatory irrigation management (PIM) has been a mainstay in 
age-old irrigation practices of Asian communities. The Bank must not 
reverse its agenda on PIM and continue to advocate agribusiness, genetic 
modified crop, and improved fertilizer use and so on. The irrigation 
projects need enhancement of proper consultation and participation of 
the farmers. Not bring the market-driven approach to the doorstep of the 
green field. 

Dam rush has to be checked immediately. Solving droughts by 
diverting water from storage is not the exact solution. The solution to 
address drought will be a bigger problem given the erratic precipitation 
nowadays. The impacts are enormous to people, livelihood and 
environment. On the pretext of building a community-owned storage 
system, the Bank is in full swing to go for several dam structures. 

How far the Bank’s prescription is acceptable to countries like India 
and China is unknown. But even if the country officials are annoyed 
with the prescriptions, the Bank, along with other institutions and 
private players, has carried these forward to harp on the dazzling market 
in water sector in Asia. 

On the other hand, either through closing the space to serious 
scrutiny from the CSOs or the self-alienation by CSOs themselves, the 
Bank has been implementing methods which gradually but strongly 
undermines the concept of ‘water is life.’ 

The scarcity at the heart of the global water crisis is rooted in power, 
poverty and inequality -- not physical availability. How the society 
will address this issue in the face of global environmental challenge 
depends on how inclusive the decision-making process is. There is a 
vast opportunity for CSOs to strengthen their advocacy and campaign in 
the face of this water framework. 
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RESEARCH STUDY

Do Not Make Water Management Plans 

Orissa, based on old records, is promoted as a 
water surplus state. This makes the state a favored 
destination for industries that are ecologically 
extractive, water-guzzling and, hence, exploitative. 
Farming, it is argued – interestingly by the same 
government – is the mainstay of the largest chunk 
of the people of the state. But the same government 
takes months to declare ‘drought’ even when it is 
amply clear that erratic and deficient monsoon has 
already killed almost all the farm fields, and about 
ten farmers have ended their lives already this year. 
Last year, more than sixty farmers were killed owing 
to climate change-induced water scarcity resulting 
in crop failure. The decadal toll is more than three 
thousand. During the last few months, cholera, 
diarrhea and other water-borne diseases have taken 
hundreds of lives and affected thousands. All these in 
a state which boasts of so much water that extractive 
industrialization is not at all seen as a problem. 

The growing problems of water stress are already 
visible in streets, across rivers and in industrial hubs. 

Each day, one would read in the newspapers about at 
least ten places where people are having some form 
of demonstration or agitation demanding water of 
good quality and required quantity. The government 
has not yet been able to provide it. While claimed 
irrigation is somewhere around thirty-five percent, 
effective irrigation is just about nineteen percent. 
There are no absolute figures on drinking water 
coverage and other requirements. But the state sees 
itself as a water-abundant state. The state, as well 
as its supporters like ADB, feels that the problem is 
the management and not the resource per se. And, 
as globally confirmed, irrigation takes away the 
major chunk of water. Still there are major areas that 
are yet to be irrigated and that are going to take a 
heavy toll on current and future water security. A 
recent report of International Water Management 
Institute (IWMI) said that despite a great expansion 
in irrigation in recent decades in Asia, around 66 
percent of agriculture there is still dependent on 
rainfall. This report has suggested that multiple 

 Even as the Asian Development Bank (ADB) organizes its Partners’ Conference on Water, “Water Crisis 
and Choices,” the poor farmers of Orissa, arguably the poorest state in India, are ending their lives due to 
severe farm distress owing to water stress. In fact, they are not left with any other choice. While the debate 
at the policy helm starts graduating to ‘management’ and ‘distribution’ issues, the one about the ‘source’ is 
taken for granted. ADB’s latest assistance to the government of Orissa is no different. Rather, it will spell 
disaster as it is advocating a larger role for the private sector. For a government which is pushing through with 
industrialization at the cost of ecology, the fragility of the water resources will just turn even more fragile. 
The ADB conference, as usual, will discuss the causes of scarcity but will push for a solution that revolves 
around the agenda of water privatization; and, hence, will be nowhere near addressing the real causes. This is 
very much reflected in the way the new assistance is being provided to Orissa. It is time ADB does a serious 
rethinking of its own approach; and the government of Orissa does of ADB. 

an Old Wine in a New Bottle
By Ranjan K. Panda
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sources of water should be used to provide the 
necessary water security to farmers, rather than the 
big dam storage facilities. 

The U.N. panel of climate experts has projected 
more extreme weather events such as droughts, 
floods and heat waves this century, caused by global 
warming. Consequently, this means more water and 
food insecurity. The recent technical assistance (TA)1 
of ADB in Orissa recognizes this, but the solution it 
offers and the way it is being carried out by both 
the state government and the ADB is far from what 
it should be. Very few sections of the stakeholders 
have been consulted and, most importantly, the 
availability of water in the state is being looked into 
in a very conventional approach. The ADB TA uses 
government data that are old and are already being 
challenged by experts and activists. In fact, Water 
Initiatives Orissa (WIO), a coalition of civil society 
organizations, farmers, academia, media and other 
concerned groups which has been working on water 
and climate change issues in the state for more than 
two decades now, has been urging the government of 
Orissa to come out with a status paper on the exact 
availability of water in the state. 

Orissa, based on old 
records, is promoted as a 
water surplus state. This 
makes the state a favored 
destination for industries 

that are ecologically 
extractive, water-guzzling 
and, hence, exploitative. 

WIO has been pointing out that the statistics used 
in the various reports of the government are dated 
back to 2001, from when the real industrialization 
boom has taken off in the state. Even the ADB has 
used these figures. WIO has been warning that this 
may prove disastrous since the way industrialization 
is being pushed and the way water conflicts are 
already getting visible in the state, things may just 
go out of hand unless a transparent position paper 
is put forth. 

A recent report of 
International Water 

Management Institute 
(IWMI) said that despite 

a great expansion in 
irrigation in recent decades 
in Asia, around 66 percent 
of agriculture there is still 
dependent on rainfall. This 
report has suggested that 
multiple sources of water 
should be used to provide 

the necessary water 
security to farmers, rather 
than the big dam storage 

facilities.

The surplus water mantra that the Orissa 
government is chanting is a ‘myth.’ This so-called 
surplus is being derived from the simple fact that 

Climate change and industrial pollution are 
taking a heavy toll on water-based livelihoods.
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Orissa, despite covering less than 5 percent of 
India’s geographical area, houses 11 percent of its 
water resources. In the changing context, with rapid 
pollution owing to industrialization and urbanization, 
the figures have changed towards the negative. 
While there are no substantial records available to 
say exactly how much water is available, the annual 
report of the Orissa Government’s Water Resources 
Department – if one is to believe it – states the 
Orissa’s per capita water availability in 2001 was 
3,359 cubic meters (cum) per year compared to the 
national average of 1820. 

Orissa’s industrial overdrive has accelerated 
post-2001, and most of the industries promoted 
in the state are water-guzzling ones. As well, 
climate change is taking a heavy toll on the water 
availability in the state. Thus, these figures no longer 
hold water. Per capita availability of water in the 
country (national average) has decreased from 5177 
cum in 1961 to 1820 cum in 2001 – a drop of almost 
65 percent. Last year, the national average further 
went down to 1650 cum – another reduction of 10 
percent! Considering this to be the norm, Orissa’s 
per capital availability must have declined to about 
3000 cum by the last year. However, in a changed 
climatic condition, this would go down further. The 
IPCC estimates that by 2025, the average per capita 
availability of water would be less than 1000 cum 
– which is another 40 percent reduction.  Going by 
these simple calculations, Orissa’s average water 
availability would be at around 1800 cum in another 
14 years! However, with the type of industries Orissa 
is promoting, this figure could actually decline even 
further. What is important, therefore, is to have 
a proper assessment of the water scenario for the 
present as well as for the future. 

A 2007 ADB report2 which has been approved 
by the Government states that: “Allowing 30% for 
environmental demand (in-stream flow needs), the 
data illustrates that at present, the amount of water 
being utilized represents about 60% of what is 
dependably generated within the State. Similarly, 
with respect to groundwater, allowing 40% for 
environmental demand, presently about 70% is 
being utilized.” So, Orissa was left with only 40 
percent of its utilizable water resources by 2007. 

Several reports suggest that while water for 
domestic consumption will not rise much from the 
current level, the demand for industries will rise 
manifold. Going by the national average, demand 
from the domestic sector has remained low and 
accounts for only 5% of the annual freshwater 
withdrawals in India. The demand from 
domestic sector over the next twenty years will 
increase from 25 billion m3 to 52 billion m3. 
However, this increase in the demand from 
the domestic sector will not be as much 
as those from the other sectors over the 
next several years. In the past several 
decades, industrial production has 
increased in India owing to an 

increasingly open economy and a greater emphasis 
on industrial development and international trade. 
Water consumption for this sector has consequently 
risen and will continue to grow at a rate of 4.2% per 
year. According to the World Bank, water demand 
for industrial, energy production and other uses will 
rise from 67 billion m3 to 228 billion m3 by 2025. 
In Orissa, however, considering the fast slippage 
of several habitats from drinking water coverage 
and the vast amount of irrigation potential still to 
be created, the demand from these sectors will also 
grow, making it very difficult for the state to manage 
the situation in the coming years.

If the state adheres to its own water policy, it 
has to provide drinking water to all rural and urban 
habitations, as well as irrigation to all crop fields, 
and to maintain the minimum base flow of all rivers. 
The present definition of “surplus water” does not 
include all these calculations. This is therefore not 
enough to justify giving away water to industries 
from any source. 

The United Nations has warned that by 2025, 
two-thirds of the world will face severe water 
shortages if the current pattern of water consumption 
continues. Global consumption of water is doubling 
every 20 years, more than twice the rate of human 
population growth. At present, more than one billion 
people on earth lack access to fresh drinking water. 
By the year 2025, the demand for freshwater is 
expected to rise to 56% above what the currently 
available water can deliver if current trends persist. 
Regions where renewable fresh water availability is 
below 1700 cubic meters/capita/annum are termed 
as ‘water-stressed’ region, and regions where 
availability falls below 1000 cubic meters/capita/
annum experience chronic ‘water scarcity.’ Going 
by the simple statistics, therefore, Orissa is going 
to be a water-stressed region by 2015, and a water-
scarce region a few more years later, we expect. 

Orissa should heed these warnings. In fact, 
we at WIO feel that Orissa will be a water-stressed 
state between 2015 to 2020. It is high time that 
the government recognizes this threat 
and comes out with a “white 
paper” urgently detailing the exact 
availability of water in the state, 
and the current and future 
requirements of all sectors, 
keeping in view the growth 
projections and risks of 
climate change. 
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Until then, no new industries should be allocated 
water. 

In fact, the ADB, while promoting any new 
water resource management program in the state, 
should ensure that a proper analysis of water 
resources is done and a clear-cut position made 
available to the public. Further, the programs should 
be integrated in a real sense by assimilating all 
components of ecology such as forests, wildlife and 
other aspects of biodiversity. Merely managing the 
available water resources and planning to adjust 
with the changing scenario is not management in the 
real sense. There should be a strategic intervention 
to preserve and recharge the resources, and to do 
these with the full involvement of the people. At 
no point in time should the role of private players, 
including corporate bodies, be promoted in water 
management. They can at best be the users by paying 
appropriate charges in a system that is governed and 
managed by the government and the people. Giving 
the private companies and industries an access to the 
management of life-giving natural resources would 
mean making predators custodians of the prey.

Ranjan K. Panda, a sociologist by education, 
has over two decades of work on water, environment 
and climate change issues. He is the Convenor of 
Water Initiatives Orissa (WIO), a coalition of civil 
society organizations, academia, farmers and 
activists. He is also a senior freelance journalist. 
Ranjan can be reached at ranjanpanda@gmail.com.

Endnotes:
1  Technical Assistance 7131 Institutional Development of Integrated Water Resources Management in Orissa, India.
2  Technical Assistance Consultant’s Report, Technical Assistance 4815, September 2007.
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Our Experiences with Massive Human 
Intervention on the Mighty Indus River:

The Voices of Indigenous Women 
from Pakistan

By Farhana Sohail

During the last decade (2000-2010), ADB funded the third phase of the Chashma Right Bank Irrigation 
Project (CRBIP), the Left Bank Outfall Drainage, the Chotiari reservoir and a few more projects in the water 
sector. 

The above-mentioned projects have been 
severely criticized for their high costs, faulty 
engineering, adverse impact on the environment, 
and failure to deliver required benefits. According to 
critics, the ADB-funded projects, aimed at reducing 
poverty (as claimed), are widening the gender gap 
and limiting women’s access to land, water and food 
resources. 

With low literacy rates, shortsighted political 
leadership, recurrence of dictatorial rule and chaotic 
management of the abundant natural and human 
resources, Pakistan remains at the top of international 
financial institutions’ (IFIs) list of favorites for loans. 
More so with ADB, who is continuously funding the 
failed projects in Pakistan, despite severe criticisms 
by researchers, scholars and civil society.

 All the following views and experiences shared 
below come from our engagement and advocacy 
campaigns with affected communities in these 
project areas.

“Purchase my 4 kanaal (half acre) land so that 
I can purchase a camel and a cart, or something for 
my son to work on and earn. I used to get a year’s 
grain for my house as “mahsool” (i.e., the land 
share) of this land in the days before canal (CRBIP). 
Nobody is ready to buy it now... Ok, I couldn’t get 
canal water for my land because of my inability to 
go into litigation, but you people can get it. Purchase 
this land, get me rid of it, that you have to do.”

Manni (Mannu Mai), a woman neighbor in 
DAMAAN 

(DDO) area office once again came to the office in 
August last, this time assertive and protesting. 

Nearly a decade after the running of the 3rd 
phase of the (CRBIP) in Pakistan where DAMAAN 
was the pioneer as an advocacy NGO and one of the 
requesters for the ADB Inspection Panel, there are 
still stories of miseries faced by the communities in 
general and the women in particular— stories heard 
before and stories unfolding afresh. 

Despite countless examples of serious human 
rights violations and environmental damages, 
the government’s Authority for Water and 
Power Development (WAPDA), the technical 
experts within the ministries and the ADB’s 
experts/ consultants still advocate for more 
water projects and reservoirs for the 
development of Pakistan.

In these games of 
economic gains and 
losses, the women 
of Pakistani rural 
society remain the 
most vulnerable 
and most 
defenseless losers. 
The rural society 
of Pakistan, least 
influenced 
by modern 
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media and religious propaganda, offer equal or 
close to equal gender rights. This has also been due 
to the equal participation of women in economic 
activity like sowing, harvesting of crops and 
management of other related activities. 

In middle Indus Valley, the system worked 
smoothly with partial barter exchanges, labor-
sharing and sort of gender-equal and participatory 
decision-making, until the heavily funded water 
projects came along. Such projects not only 
disturbed the whole ecology but also influenced the 
human relationships amongst, and with, nature. Who 
needed these projects, who requested and who will 
be the final beneficiary -- these are the questions 
local communities will not be able to forget for long.

“Our men might know the use of this canal; 
we are not told about anything relating to this 
construction (Chashma Right Bank Canal) and we 
were never consulted about it,” said 45-year old 
Mureedan mai in dismay.

Nearly a decade after the 
running of the 3rd phase 

of the (CRBIP) in Pakistan 
where DAMAAN was the 
pioneer as an advocacy 

NGO and one of the 
requesters for the ADB 
Inspection Panel, there 

are still stories of miseries 
faced by the communities 
in general and the women 

in particular— stories 
heard before and stories 

unfolding afresh. 

With the sustainable system 
of irrigation based on hill-
torrents of the Suleiman Range 
and underground water, the 
pattern of cropping produced 
need-based, nutritious and more 
shared harvests, sufficient if 
not plentiful, for the rural men, 
women and children. With canal 
came the incentives to grow 
cash crops and increased costs 
of production which compelled 
the farmers to grow cotton, 
sugarcane and other cash crops 
on every inch of their cultivable 
land.

The people of Damaan 
area never faced as worst food 
shortage and malnourishment as 

we see now in the region, with an 80% increase in 
health problems in women and children caused by a 
single factor, i.e., lack of nutrition.

Naziran, a resident of village Shahvali at the 
northern end of District Dera Ghazi Khan, lives 
with her family of five a life of undeclared beggars 
(sorry to say but this is a new type of social group 
in the CRBIP area). She knocks at the doors of 
comparatively well-off acquaintances, asks them for 
an allocation of the Zkaat grant (a government charity 
fund) in her name and ends her visit with a pressing 
request for loan money (never to be returned) for 
emergency needs. DDO is one of her acquaintances 
since the days of our CRBIP campaign. During her 
recent visit, she had a sick-looking, teenage daughter 
with her. I asked a doctor friend who happened to be 
there, ‘look, isn’t she sick?’ The doctor checked the 
girl for a while and said:

“… nothing, no sickness apparently … Actually, 
the people in this area are all sick due to malnutrition. 
They do not grow the food crops they used to grow 
during the days before the canal—lentils and 
vegetable—nothing, just wheat and cotton, sold 
in markets down to the last grain. Money goes to 
the pockets of men who have their own priorities 
to spend. Women are virtually starving. Women, to 
get money, now sell every drop of milk to the milk 
fetchers of big companies.”

Experiences of women in the communities 
facing Left Bank Outfall Drain (LBOD), Chotiari 
Reservoir and many other projects are more or less 
similar, with similar kind of fears and worries about 
the future. Majority of women, never been made part 
of any consultation and/or information-sharing on 
the projects, are hardly able to articulate their feeling 
and thoughts on the situation. But some of them 
facing the threats and problems at their doorsteps do 
exclaim their concerns:

“We feel imprisoned in this walled village 
(protection embankment around small village). It 
has been built right above our heads, and we can’t 
even get fresh breezes in hot summers. We want full 

media and religious propaganda, offer equal or close 
to equal gender rights. This has also been due to the 
equal participation of women in economic activity 
like sowing, harvesting of crops and management of 
other related activities.
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compensation money for the land and livelihood we 
lost in this project (CRBIP) and the redesigning of 
this 20-ft. high wall,” called out young Bhiranvan 
Bibi of village Thobein (Mauza Jhangra, District 
Dera Ghazi Khan).

Forced displacement is what indigenous people 
face in every single water project in Pakistan. In 
the case of Chotiari Reservoir, the houses of local 
people were demolished, without even letting the 
people take their belongings with them. 

A few years back when I visited the Chotiari area 
right before its inauguration, I met with Naseem bibi 
who, while showing me the site of her demolished 
house, said:

“Look at these plants. They have grown from the 
wheat that was stored in my home when they (project 
authorities) demolished it. We were not even given 
the time to take out all of our belongings. ” 

People resisted evacuation up to the time when 
the reservoir was completed and the water had 
started filling it up. Not only a few houses, but it 
was a whole group of small villages comprised of 
fishing communities that had been there until the 
inauguration of the project. 

“I was 16 when I came to this house after 
marriage. All my children were born here and it was 
through their efforts that today I have this beautiful 
house. How can I leave the place where I wish to be 
buried after death?,” narrated by 75-year old Dadi 
(granny) Sakina living in a house on a sand dune in 
Chotiari.

In middle Indus Valley, 
the system worked 

smoothly with partial barter 
exchanges, labor-sharing 
and sort of gender-equal 

and participatory decision-
making, until the heavily 

funded water projects came 
along. Such projects not 
only disturbed the whole 

ecology but also influenced 
the human relationships 

amongst, and with, nature. 

Thus, the bad part of ADB-funded (in fact 
all loan-based) projects is the near total absence 
or insufficient pre-project consultation with the 
affected people. People come to know about them 
only when the works start and land acquisition 

is announced. There are provisions for grievance 
redress and other safeguard policies, but there is 
no option for the cancellation of any project once 
approved. The process of grievance redress and 
other such procedures are so complicated that even 
the highly efficient civil society organizations find it 
difficult to engage in it. 

Experiences of women in 
the communities facing 
Left Bank Outfall Drain 

(LBOD), Chotiari Reservoir 
and many other projects 
are more or less similar, 
with similar kind of fears 

and worries about the 
future. Majority of women, 
never been made part of 
any consultation and/or 

information-sharing on the 
projects, are hardly able to 
articulate their feeling and 
thoughts on the situation.

Apart from the policy of confidentiality for 
every other document, the situation on the ground 
is also made more complicated by the bureaucratic 
structures of the project-implementing authorities in 
the government and the country office of ADB. Their 
behavior towards the local communities is such that 
the outspoken men hesitate to contact them with 
their queries, let alone the women with no formal 
schooling and education.

There is definitely a need for ADB to improve 
its policies regarding local women and ensure the 
proper and timely implementation of such policies 
and procedures through open public consultations. 
The Environmental Impact Assessment and the 
Social Impact Assessment remain to be the much 
propagated and less implemented parts of the ADB 
policy, but the projects’ impact on women’s lives 
demands more than mere EIA. It demands a special 
focus and exclusive investigation and mitigation. 

Farhana Sohail has been directly involved 
in water issues. Ms. Sohail works with DAMAAN 
Development Organization. She is a mother of 
two wonderful kids. She has a Master’s degree 
in Economics. Farhana can be reached at 
farhanasohail@gmail.com.
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Living by Water 
Living as Women

By Nina Somera

Around the river stone house flow small and big streams from a seeming nowhere. Why when the river 
is roaring down below, so mighty that it divides the valley of wheat terraces, steep forests and, recently, arcs 
of brown earth.

The little streams that almost border the river 
stone house have kept Sarita busy but confident. 
Why, it is here where she washes the tin plates and 
cups, the newly dressed chicken, the vegetables 
from the garden, her red robes and many more. Why, 
it is here that she fetches the water that her husband, 
in-laws, buffalos and goats quench their thirst; that 
washes away the dirt on her hair and skin; and that 
soothes the hardened and dry hands which toiled all 
day on the wheat fields, the potato garden, around 
the kiln and at the haystack.

Day and night, Sarita hears the delicate tapping 
of the water, a marriage of one falling through 
a tender but durable stalk and another flowing 
through the rocks. Day and night, she sleeps with 

an assurance of a dewy morning, verdant grass 
for the goats, and new wild white and yellow 

blooms especially around the streams, 
moist fields and soft mud. 

But two miles away, the river’s size 
is almost halved with islands of rocks 
and grass emerging at some parts. 
True, it is the dry season but the water 
is just too contained, especially 
where one finds the roaring and 

sometimes screeching yellow 
trucks that collect rocks and 

clear paths towards a gray 
and giant form everyone 

calls a dam. This, so that 
Kathmandu’s faucets 

would have water. 
Other similarly 

proposed dams 
would also 

help Nepal’s 
n e i g h b o r 

China have 
s o m e 

water.

With the rainy seasons becoming shorter, the 
prospects of more cracked earth becoming more 
inevitable, Sarita and the other villagers would 
definitely make the necessary offering to the gods. 
But for the invocation to be more effective, the 
women -- and only the women -- dance for rain. 
No one asks why only they and their bodies have 
to perform this task. What is certain though is that 
without the much needed rain for the fields, streams 
and rivers, living would be a big burden.

On 28 July 2010, the United Nations General 
Assembly affirmed the human right to water. 
It demands that governments and international 
organizations “provide financial resources, build 
capacity and transfer technology, particularly to 
developing countries, in scaling up efforts to provide 
safe, clean, accessible and affordable drinking water 
and sanitation for all.” Initiated by Bolivia, the 
resolution is prompted by the fact that about 900 
million people still lack access to clean drinking 
water while more than 2.6 billion lack access to 
basic sanitation. 

Supported by 122 countries, this pronouncement 
is a significant departure from the previous 
recognition of water as a human need, which 
only strengthens the appropriation for water as a 
commodity. Moreover, it is a boon for most women 
whose bodies are secured and whose lives are shaped 
by their access to water. Why not, when walking 
towards and queuing at an oasis could entail nearly 
half a day and stop a girl from attending school and 
perform other productive activities; when the lack of 
clean water stimulates diseases especially in times 
of natural calamities and war; and when failing to 
provide sustenance can result to violence. 

While the resolution is indeed a victory, there 
remains a gargantuan challenge in keeping water a 
global public good and access to it a human right. 
The scarcity of water resources has been attributed 
to population growth, urbanization and, lately, 
climate change. But what is also important to note 
is that segments of the planet’s population from the 
North are consuming so much of these resources, 
in stark contrast with those from the developing 
South. Meanwhile, even within the South, some are 
posturing as the North, possibly resulting to a war 
over resources. 
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According to the Water Footprint Network, 
every person in the United States consumes 2500 
cubic meters of water or one olympic size swimming 
pool per year while the water consumption of China, 
which has nearly 1.4 billion people, is pegged at 700 
cubic meters per year per capita. Given the water 
needs of China in the future, the country tends to 
compete with India in capturing Nepal’s water 
resources. As one study, “The Himalayan Challenge: 
Water Security in Emerging Asia,” points out, 
“Though the deterioration of relations is unlikely to 
result in inter-state military confrontation, it can lead 
to new external alliances, producing fresh alignments 
and polarization in Asia and ‘beggar thy neighbor’ 
politics, which can compromise the internal options 
of each country.”

Meanwhile, in some other places, access to water 
is pegged at a quite expensive cost: at the expense 
of the environment and the future generations who 
would have to pay the full cost of a loan that is 
marred with the corruption by local caciques. Back 
in the 1970s and 1980s, in keeping with the green 
revolution bandwagon, multilateral development 
banks (MDBs) were engaged in mega-structures 
such as dams in biologically diverse environs. These 
have resulted in the decrease of river species and 
the displacement of communities. Yet lessons seem 
to be unlearned among the MDBs even with the 
more recent water projects, owing to the banks’ and 
governments’ lack of transparency. 

In 2001, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
lent US$36 million to Kyrgyzstan for a water facility 
at the Chui, Osh, Jalal-Abad and Batken regions. 
But the projects, which were delayed by two years, 
were implemented without any prior consultation 
with residents of 300 villages. Even while the 
project was still ongoing, the families were asked 
to pay voluntary contributions to the Community 
Drinking Water User Unions (CDWUU). In 2006, 

an ADB review mission noted that 72 out of 121 
water projects were unfinished and of the 72 finished 
projects, 30 were not functional due to poor design. 
Worse, when the project sparked controversy, it was 
found that the project could have been planned and 
implemented for US$7 million. 

But beyond the North-South and urban-rural 
divide is the more insidious intersectional challenge 
of class, gender, ethnicity, religion, age and location. 
Womenwatch even argues that the analysis on 
women’s relationship with water has not gone 
beyond the domestic sector. This, in turn, tends to 
naturalize women’s role as keepers of nature and 
at the same time, fails to surface women’s interests 
beyond the village level. Noting that some women 
farmers had to steal water for their irrigation needs 
or had to ask the assistance of male members of the 
family to access the communities’ water, women’s 
right to water could hardly be implemented in 
isolation. 

As Womenwatch explains, “Access to irrigated 
water is also heavily dependent on land rights 
(in which women often have disadvantageous 
positions) and on control over labor. Many irrigated 
fields are worked by women and children, and yet it 
is the men who dominate decision-making about the 
distribution of water and often market the proceeds 
and determine the use of the cash generated.” 

Back in the river stone house, the small and big 
streams from a seeming nowhere still flow and the 
river below still roars. Day and night, these are heard 
here. But two miles away, the sounds fade just as 
valley ahead turns into gray. 

Nina Somera is Forum’s policy researcher. 
She loves to read and write in places where there 
are streaks of sunlight. She can be reached at nina@
forum-adb.org.
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Citarum and IWRM:
A Guinea Pig for ADB

by Hamong Santono (KRuHA) 
and Diana Goeltom (debtWATCH Indonesia)

Citarum, a river 270 km long, is one of the important rivers in Java. Millions of people, especially those 
who live in Jakarta, are dependent on this river for their needs in agriculture and industry, and for their supply 
of clean water. Without the Citarum River, Jakarta would be a dead city since 80% of its water supply comes 
from the mentioned river. Ironically, it may no longer be sufficient to call Citarum as the river which can 
guarantee millions of lives. Many are now reporting Citarum as the longest ‘trash bin’ in the world.1 

Various programs and projects keep coming in 
that aim to make Citarum adequate enough to be 
used as a river. One of the upcoming programs, the 
Integrated Citarum Water Resources Management 
Investment Program (ICWRMIP), is being funded 
by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) for a total 
amount of USD 500 million. The Government of 
Indonesia and ADB signed the loan agreement in 
December 2008, with the first tranche amounting 
to USD 50 million. The bottomline of the program 
is to implement the concept of Integrated Water 
Resources Management (IWRM), a concept that has 
been accepted by all almost without critique. ADB 
wants to make Citarum as their ‘animal testing’ on 
IWRM. 

Despite using the ‘integrated’ jargon of IWRM, 
this program is basically able to guarantee only 
the water supply to Jakarta which is populated by 
approximately 9 million people. So it is predictable 
that the project itself was designed to first rehabilitate 
the West Tarum Canal – the main canal supplying 
the water to Jakarta. In this current condition, the 
beneficiaries of the project are two private water 
operators in Jakarta (i.e., Palyja and Aetra), since 
these two operators are paid for water production, 
and not for water distribution. The argument is 
enhanced by the fact that ADB also issued a loan 
to Palyja in the amount of USD 50 million for 
the company’s capital expenditure program that 
will target the expansion of the company’s water 
production and supply network in its West Jakarta 
concession area.2 On the other hand, with the large 
non-revenue water (NRW) in Jakarta, especially the 
45% of Palyja’s3, it is doubtful that the project will 
benefit the people.

If the project will apply the concept of IWRM, 
will this really ensure that the precondition of IWRM 
in the ICWRMIP is going to be fulfilled? One of the 
IWRM preconditions is wide genuine participation, 
as the situation really relies on the existing 
democratic system. Since the democratic system In 
Indonesia is still in its infancy, it is tough to promote 
genuine public participation in the management of 
the Citarum River.4

Another issue is that water resource is not 
a development priority in Indonesia. It is not a 
surprise therefore that we clearly see many rivers in 
Indonesia left abandoned. The main cause is not the 
budget availability, but mainly the point of view of 
the decision makers on water resource management. 
There are more than ten (10) ministries responsible 
for the water resources but no coordination exists 
among them. A project implementing IWRM without 
carefully reviewing the institutional governance is 
like ensuring another useless loan project would be 
executed. It is another “guinea pig,” and the people 
are the sacrificial lambs.

Hamong Santono is a Coordinator of People’s 
Coalition for the Right to Water (KRuHA/Koalisi 
Rakyat untuk Hak atas Air) in Indonesia. Diana 
Goeltom is a Research Coordinator in debtWATCH 
Indonesia and an International Committee member 
of NGO Forum on ADB. KRuHA and debtWATCH 
have been monitoring the ADB-funded project 
Integrated Citarum Water Resources Management 
Investment Program. Diana can be reached at 
dianagoeltom@gmail.com.

Endnotes:
1 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/08/31/photos-most-polluted-plac_n_693008.html?alacarte=1
2 http://pid.adb.org/pid/PsView.htm?projNo=41913&seqNo=01&typeCd=4
3 Djamal, Irzal et.al., Penurunan Kehilangan Air: Pengalaman Jakarta setelah kerjasama pelayanan air minum 

pemerintah-swasta 1998-2008, page 74.
4 http://english.aljazeera.net/programmes/101east/2010/08/20108510341761814.html
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ADB’s Resettlement Plan of Southwest Area Integrated 

A Fairy Tale of People’s Participation
By Kazi Zaved Khalid Pasha 

The Southwest Area Integrated Water Resource Planning and Management Project (SWIWRPMP) 
(Loan Number: 2200, Project Number: 34418- 01), co-funded by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), aims 
to improve the productivity and sustainability of the existing Flood Control and Drainage and Irrigation 
(FCD/I) schemes while strengthening the institutions that are responsible for service delivery. It runs from 
2006 to 2013 and involves the Ministry of Water Resources; Ministry of Land, Finance Division, Planning 
Commission; Bangladesh Water Development Board (BWDB); Water Resources Planning Organization; 
Local Government Engineering Department (LGED); Department of Public Health Engineering (DPHE), 
other departments concerned with agricultural extension, cooperatives, and fishery; and representatives of 
local government institutions.

The project areas are located in the southwest 
areas of Bangladesh, covering the districts of 
Faridpur, Gopalganj, Jessore Magura Narail and 
 Rajbari. These consist of a number of sub-project 
areas containing the existing FCD/I systems in 
the Rajbari, Faridpur, Magura, Narail and Jessore 
districts, totaling around 100,000 has. Two sub-
projects, Narail and Chenchuri Beel which total 
57,000 have already been selected and for which 
Integrated Water Management Plans (IWMPs) 
were prepared under the Project Preparation TA 
in 2005. For the remaining 43,000 has a number 
of sub-projects will be selected on the basis of 
a set of predetermined selection criteria. Water 
management plans were prepared under the Project 
Preparatory Technical Assistance (PPTA). The 
project implementation period will last for seven 
years, starting in April 2006. The executing agency 

is BWDB and the responsible ADB Division is the 
Agriculture, Natural Resources and Social Services 
Division of the South Asia Regional Department 
(SARD).

As per the Environmental Impact Assessment 
(EIA) report prepared by the Halcrow Group for 
ADB in June 2005: “The proposed new interventions 
for rehabilitation of the sub-projects will cause 
adverse social impacts and, in some instances, 
would require land acquisition and resettlement 
of affected households and businesses. As per the 
The Resettlement Plan of SWIWRPM two sub-
project (Narail sub-project and Chenchuri Beel 
sub-project) will involve acquisition of 56.326 ha. 
The project interventions for rehabilitation of the 
sub-project will cause adverse social impacts and 
in some instance would requisition and resettlement 
of affected household and business. As per the 
resettlement plan of Narail sub-project prepared 
by BWDB mentioned that Narail sub-project will 
involve acquisition of 42.90 ha land; 33.7 ha for 
construction of (i) Afra Right Embankment (12.5 
km from Sheikhati to Durbajuri) and 9.20 ha for 
(ii) Gobra Khal Embankments (2km on earth bank 
form Afra river). More than 50 percent of the project 
right of way will pass through agricultural land.

Chenchuri Beel sub-project will involve 
acquisition of 13.376 ha land in schemes such as 
(i) Chanderchar Embankment and Revetment; 
(ii) Noagram Embankment and Revetment; and 
Bagdanga Khal Embankment. About 1.863 ha of 
underwater land will be required for bank protection 
work.

But in the project document (Resettlement 
Planning Document developed by BWDB), 
they have declared that “(t)he schemes selected 
should not contain a significant proportion of 
new works and should fundamentally consist of 
rehabilitation/upgrading of existing infrastructure 

Water Resource Planning and Management Project: 
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and any additional works to address a number of 
internal water management problems to be pursued 
with stakeholder participation to enhance their 
performance.” This is a total divergence from their 
framework. On one hand, they are declaring that 
they will not conduct significant constructions; 
on the other hand, they are implementing huge 
constructions. The EIA report mentioned that 
“(a)according to the census/resettlement surveys 
conducted during the project preparatory work, the 
construction of new embankments will require that 
agricultural land be acquired. 

As per the Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) 

report prepared by the 
Halcrow Group for ADB in 
June 2005: “The proposed 

new interventions for 
rehabilitation of the sub-

projects will cause adverse 
social impacts and, in 
some instances, would 
require land acquisition 

and resettlement of 
affected households and 

businesses. 

As per the Resettlement Planning Document 
prepared by BWDB (Table 2-1: Measures for 
Compliance of ADB Policy and Government of 
Bangladesh [GOB] Laws) in point no. 2, it was 
stated that the GOB’s law on acquisition of land 
does not take into account the loss of income and 
employment. Thus, in the absence of a national 
resettlement policy in Bangladesh, the ADB policy 
on involuntary resettlement therefore applies to 
this project as it will bridge the gaps in the GOB 
laws. As a result, ADB found itself at a superior 
position in the country. As per livelihood and income 
opportunities GOB laws of acquisition of land and 
property do not take into account loss of income and 
employment. on the other hand the legal process for 
valuation of property considers the recorded prices 
of land, structure, and tree/crops from concerned 
government departments. But these prices are not 
updated regularly and normally remain the lower 
side compared to market price at replacement cost. 
ADB provides most of the funding in Bangladesh, 
and wields its influence to adopt new and modified 
policies as per guidelines of the ADB. When they 
agree to give loans for any project, they force the 
government to make and implement the law. But in 
the case of SWIWRPMP, they altered their policy 

and movement. Possibly, this is a strategy to escape 
from their responsibility in the absence of a national 
resettlement policy.

In the resettlement policy, ADB stated that 
agriculture is the dominant occupation of the 
population to be affected in the Narail sub-project 
area, and that ninety-four (94%) percent of women 
are housewives. During the construction phase, the 
project is expected to disrupt the livelihood pattern in 
the area, and to produce occupational migration. For 
instance, the migration of people from agriculture to 
day labor will cause serious change in the livelihood 
patterns. With regard to women employment, ADB 
proposed day labor options in the construction area 
which would allow for the improvement of the socio-
economic status since majority of women in the area 
are housewives. Due to the social drawbacks, it is 
impossible to force the women into labor activity. 
Based on tradition and on socio-economic status, 
Bangladeshi women work inside the house and in 
agricultural fields. As per previous experience of 
ADB funded project like Khulna Jessore Drainage 
and Rehabilitation Project (KJDRP) and also local 
community apprehended that construction activities 
will hamper the natural river system and increase 
the shrimp farming. This hampers agricultural 
productivity and threatens food security. Once the 
project is completed, the issue of whether the project 
will enhance productivity remains to be a question 
as the Bangladesh people have experienced in the 
Khulna Jessore Drainage Rehabilitation Project 
(KJDRP).

In the resettlement plans of SWIWRPMP, 
there was a demand for the consultant to conduct 
Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA) and focus 
group discussions (FGD) in both sub-project areas 
(Narail and Chenchuri Beel) to obtain the views 
of key stakeholders in the proposed intervention 
towards the improved views of management and 
consequent resettlement needs. But in reality, the 
ADB policy and GOB laws on land acquisition as 
contained in the resettlement framework have not 
been disclosed to the affected community. They 
do not ensure the meaningful project participation 
by the communities, including access to relevant 
information representing the most accessible and 
appropriate forms and language, early in the project 
cycle, as well as the power to affect decision-making.

In the Gender Impact and Imitative Measures 
of the Resettlement Plan document of BWDB, there 
was mention in 3.3 (vi) about involving women’s 
groups in resettlement planning, management and 
operation in job creation and income generation. 
But in reality the picture is not satisfactory. ADB 
proposed the microcredit facility to generate income-
generating activities, but the microcredit system has 
not met public expectations because of its several 
drawbacks. The proposed resettlement policy for 
this project seems to be based on the premise that 
everything can be gained by money at the expense 
of ecological, social and humanity value. 
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In the resettlement policy, 
ADB stated that agriculture 
is the dominant occupation 

of the population to be 
affected in the Narail sub-

project area, and that 
ninety-four (94%) percent 

of women are housewives. 
During the construction 

phase, the project is 
expected to disrupt the 
livelihood pattern in the 

area, and to produce 
occupational migration.

The people are not even aware of the name of 
the project and the identity of ADB as the funding 
institution. The local communities of Amada, 
Lokhipasha, Lohagara, Mulia Bazar, Narail, 
Chanchuri Bil Jelepara, Hogladanga, Dariapur 
Basgram, Debbhog, Sheikhati, Fedi Bazaar, Vurulia, 
Narail Sadar, Dariapur and Basgram know little 
about the project. Much is not clear to them. They 
also informed that none of them got the summarized 
booklet of the resettlement plan since 2009, while 
some got only a one-page brochure of the project.

The resettlement policy of ADB for this 
project seems much improved on paper, but 
actual circumstances are different. Beyond the 
environmental impact, the resettlement initiative 

will lead to the disruption in the people’s livelihood 
patterns. In the ADB’s Involuntary Resettlement 
safeguards, there is a principle on carrying out 
meaningful consultations with the affected people; 
developing procedures in a transparent, consistent 
and equitable manner; providing compensation 
payments and conducting monitoring. Project 
activities like development of road and construction-
induced displacement are the biggest cause of 
forced migration in the world today. It has become 
a major source of ‘new poverty’ in the developing 
world, affecting thousands of people every year with 
divesting impacts.

With the Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA) 
and the use of survey questionnaire, we found out 
that the ADB or BWDB organized several FGDs 
and sharing meetings in the project area but did not 
clarify issues about the project and did not supply 
them documents in the local language as promised 
in several documents. Most importantly, the ADB 
has stated its view about taking peoples’ opinions 
and reflections on the implementation of the plan, 
but have not actually taken any opinions in the area 
where construction work was already done. ADB 
promised to give compensation and land acquisition 
in several phases from 2006 to 2009, and to seek the 
opinions of people from the project area in 2004, 
but the promised scenario is different from the 
statements found in the field survey. This is one kind 
of corruption, and this is not the first time that the 
ADB has done it in the KJDRP project.

As per the documents of ADB, the Involuntary 
Resettlement Policy is based on three principles. 
The first is to avoid involuntary resettlement where 
feasible. The second is to minimize resettlement 
where population displacement is unavoidable. 
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The third is to ensure that displaced people receive 
assistance so that they would at least be as well-off as 
they would have been in the absence of the project. 
Besides, ADB officially recognizes that involuntary 
resettlement poses unique and serious risks to 
affected people, and that it has obligations to prevent 
these negative impacts and to safeguard the well-
being of affected people. However, in spite of the 
guarantees outlined in the Involuntary Resettlement 
Policy, the ADB’s actual track record on resettlement 
is poor. Recent findings from evaluation studies 
conducted by the ADB itself affirm concerns that 
have been raised by displaced communities for 
years—essentially, that actual conditions on the 
ground make a mockery of the promises enshrined 
in the Resettlement Policy (Levitt, n.d.). 

ADB’s proposed resettlement policy will 
exclude a wide range of displaced people who will 
suffer adverse impacts from ADB-financed projects. 
This reduction in scope is a step backwards from the 
ADB’s current resettlement policy and falls short of 
widely recognized international standards. As Levitt 
(2007) stated, “ADB Policy falls below international 
standards and best practice.” The restoration of 
livelihoods in the event of involuntary resettlement 
is commonly based on the principle of providing 
compensation to those who are displaced. ADB’s 
policy, however, has led to a series of horror stories 
instead (McDonald, B., 2008).

Kazi Zaved Khalid Pasha is working for 
the Initiative for Right View (IRV), Khulna, 
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However, in spite of the 
guarantees outlined in the 
Involuntary Resettlement 

Policy, the ADB’s 
actual track record on 
resettlement is poor.

Bangladesh. IRV was founded by a group of young 
development activists that are very much committed 
to social change and transformation. Mr. Zaved 
has a Master’s degree in Social Science. He has 
extensive experience in monitoring several ADB-
funded projects in the southwest coastal region of 
Bangladesh. Zaved can be reached at joykhulna@
gmail.com.
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Highlights

 Water: Crisis and Choices
ADB and Partners Conference 2010

By Roberto Emilio Hernandez

The ADB formally opened its Partners Conference on Water, “Water Crisis and Choices,” on October 
11, 2010 in Manila, Philippines. The conference has four themes: (1) Water in Food: Productivity Gains; (2) 
Basin Level Management: A Scorecard for Asia; (3) Clean Water: A Question of Quality; and (4) Cities and 
Water: Solutions for Efficiency.

The Bank stated that it does not have enough 
resources to respond to the growing fragility of water 
resources. Climate change has made matters worse. 
And according to the ADB President’s Special Senior 
Advisor for Infrastructure and Water, Arjun Thapan, 
the solution to making water management in Asia 
efficient and effective is through partnerships; more 
specifically, giving prominent role to private sector 
in the management of water.

Global Water Partnership (GWP) Patron 
Margaret Catley-Carlson talked about fighting 
red tape. Though she advocated the use of private 
sector in the management of water resources, she 
emphasized the need to leave the “how-to’s” to 
local communities, and to involve NGOs in the 
implementation of projects. She presented innovative 
governance strategies to fight red tape such as using 
money to stimulate, not regulate. She also cited 
the proposed dam construction in Brazil where the 
participation of all stakeholders with legitimate 
concerns at the early stage of the project cycle is a 
must to avoid delays in project implementation.

Interesting to note is the increasing role in water 
resources management that the ADB is providing to 
the the private sector. Will such a move really lead to 
efficiency? Or will it only result in water becoming 
unaffordable, further marginalizing the poor? This 
would be decided in four days of deliberations with 
private players and borrowing countries here in 
Manila. 

The second day, October 12th, of the ADB’s 
Partners Conference on Water began with Nestle 
Vice President Herbert Oberhänsli stressing the joint 
role of the government, the private sector and NGOs 
in managing water resources such as watersheds. 
“Efficiency is key, using less water for agri and 
urban services,” he added.

In the session “Less Water, More Food: Solutions 
for Enhanced Productivity,” David Molden, the 
Deputy Director for Research at the International 
Water Management Institute (IWMI) said that 
there are four strategies in water development 
and management decisions to help address trade-

offs between food and environmental security: 
(1) investments to increase production in rain-fed 
areas; (2) investments in irrigated agriculture; (3) 
agricultural trade; and (4) reduction of waste and 
overuse from field to fork. Emphasizing the need to 
invest in irrigation, Molden said that we should look 
beyond participatory irrigation management (PIM). 
“Efforts to reform large-scale irrigation schemes 
by transferring management to farmers have had 
less-than-expected success throughout Asia. Many 
believe that the private sector could help irrigation 
entities improve water delivery, but it needs to be 
tested,” he said. However, there are success stories 
wherein PIM has worked well. The presentation 
could have looked further into why PIM has failed 
in specific situations. As one reactor pointed out, 
there are variables as to why PIM has not worked in 
some countries. Hence, there is no “one-size-fits-all” 
solution when it comes to irrigation management. 
In November of last year, IWMI submitted an 
evaluation of more than 100 cases of participatory 
irrigation management in Asia to the ADB.

The solution to making 
water management in Asia 

efficient and effective is 
through partnerships; 

more specifically, giving 
prominent role to private 

sector in the management 
of water.

In addition, a Pakistani farmer said that the 
priority of his sector is sustainability and profit. So 
when it comes to new methods in managing irrigation 
system that considers both food and environmental 
security, “increasing the awareness of [farmers] is 
important to achieving good governance.”
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On the issue of addressing water and wastewater 
challenges in Asia, International Water Association 
(IWA) Executive Director Paul Reiter said: “Urban 
sanitation is the biggest challenge in the next decade.” 
However, due to emerging technologies in water 
recycling and evolving urban sanitation options, 
“there is a huge potential in transforming wastewater 
to an asset from being a liability.” Moving further, as 
technology provides an option to re-use wastewater, 
sewerage pollutants may be used as fertilizer. Hence, 
there is a possibility of increasing food production 
with less water consumption. But the challenge 
remains whether it will make water affordable for 
all. And how will governments resolve the issue of 
public perception on ‘re-using’ wastewater? Will it 
only be confined to agricultural and industrial use 
or will it also serve as a substitute to potable water?

On the experiences of Southeast Asian 
countries, what was notable was the presentation 
about the Citarum River where coordination 
among stakeholders was mentioned as a remaining 
challenge. Though community participation was 
indicated as one of the opportunities that could still 
be explored by the government, how to conduct 
it exactly was not discussed. Nor was the issue of 
resettlement mentioned at all. 

Interesting to note is the 
increasing role in water 
resources management 

that the ADB is providing to 
the the private sector. Will 
such a move really lead to 
efficiency? Or will it only 
result in water becoming 

unaffordable, further 
marginalizing the poor?

In most of the sessions, one of the points 
consistently raised was the involvement of farmers 
(in the case of irrigation system) and local groups 
(in the case of water systems) in managing water 
resource because of their knowledge not only of 
the local environment but also of the practices and 
culture of the community, making technology more 
adaptable and appropriate to the needs of the people.

Day 3, October 13th, of the Water Crisis 
Conference started with a speech from Suresh 
Prabhakar Prabhu, Chairperson of the Centre for 
Energy, Environment and Water, India, on the 
challenging nexus of water, energy and food. He 
stressed the need to consider local context, both 
administrative and management. Mr. Prabhu earlier 
headed various important portfolios in the Indian 

government on environment and forest, power and 
water.

“There is a need to build a strong coalition which 
consists of government, civil society, scientists and 
media in solving the water crisis,” Prabhu said. “It 
is important to look at the crisis in a holistic way 
towards achieving ‘water for all’,” he added.

There is no “one-size-fits-
all” solution when it comes 
to irrigation management. 

He also pointed out that “the ADB should have 
added in the nexus of energy, water and food the 
concept of land. This includes the importance of 
discussing forest which has an effect on surface and 
groundwater quality.”

In the session, “Small-Scale Irrigation: Is It 
the Future?,” while majority of the panel from the 
private sector questioned the effectiveness of PIM, 
Md. Shahidul Haque of the Local Government 
Engineering Department of Bangladesh said 
that “what is important to know is to harness the 
participation of farmers in every stage of the project, 
from conceptualization to the operations and 
maintenance stage. What normally happens is that 
farmers are usually involved only in the first stage.”

Later in the afternoon, in the discussion on 
partnerships in water resources, Integrated Rural 
Development Foundation Executive Director Arze 
Glipo challenged the public-private partnership 
being promoted by the ADB which normally leads 
to the privatization of irrigated systems, resulting 
in higher water rates. “The kind of partnership 
that should be promoted is public-public,” Glipo 
said. She added that “the partnership scheme [with 
the private sector] promoted by the ADB should 
be reviewed which only leads to privatization of 
water management and prevents access to water by 
small, poor farmers. The partnership that should be 
promoted should lead instead to the participation of 
farmers in every stage of the project.”

Although only a handful of participants came 
from civil society, the issue on public-public 
partnerships and the effectiveness of PIM has been 
registered in the sessions. More importantly, this has 
been acknowledged by some representatives of the 
private sector who agreed that farmers have a central 
role to play in the management of the scarce water 
resource. 

Roberto Emilio Hernandez is the 
Communications Coordinator of NGO Forum on 
ADB. He is a doting father to 3-year old Emilla 
Simone, Forum’s cutest and smartest intern. Romil 
can be reached at romil@forum-adb.org.



Talking Points

ADB’s Draft Water Operational Framework
(WOF) 2011- 2020

The Framework is based on the ADB Strategy 2020, but with less convincing arguments. The Bank 
anticipates that the implementation of Strategy 2020 will be difficult based on the gloomy arithmetic of water 
status in major Asian countries, namely, China, India, Pakistan, Viet Nam, Bangladesh, Nepal, Uzbekistan 
and Cambodia. 

ADB prepared this framework by deriving significantly from documents of McKinsey & Company and 
IFC (World Bank Group), as well as other written documents such as “Charting Our Water Future” (2009) 
and International Water Management Institute’s (IWMI) assessment of 108 irrigation cases in Asia..

ADB’s definition of the water crisis in Asia includes the following:
1.) Annual per capita water endowment is seriously declining;
2.) Multidimensional crisis: Rapid increase of population and urbanization, inefficient irrigation 

practice;
3.) Changes in dietary preferences;
4.) Rapid industrialization;
5.) Water governance: Inefficient and poor water management by the government; and
6.) Water, energy and food: The interdependence of water, energy and food has been mainly missed.

The draft document concludes that the situation in Asia is worsening on the water front. Solutions to be 
looked into are: 

1.) Demand-side measures over present supply-side solution: A menu of solution is provided with 
emphasis on the enhancement of private sector involvement;

2.) Transformational water agenda: Addressing impacts of climate change through food-water-energy 
linkages;

3.) Paradigm shift: Water efficiency-improved germplasm, integrated plant and pest management, 
improved fertilizer use, extensive use of micro-irrigation and so on;

4.) Municipal water: A strong push for non-revenue water management;
5.) Cleaning up of polluted freshwater resources and re-use of wastewater;
6.) Dam rush: Large storages and community-level storages;
7.) Transboundary water management: ADB is being advised in the draft document to review 

independently or in partnership with other agency or institutions (which is not prescribed in its 
current Water for All policy);

8.) Technology and innovation: “More crop per drop” such as the use of drip and sprinkler irrigation; 
9.) Asian Water Information System: Development of a database of all water statistics across Asia; and
10.) Taking Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) seriously.

In a nutshell, what are needed are a comprehensive water policy reform and a restructuring of water 
management and governance in Asia.

In the draft document, ADB plans to rescue Asia from this crisis using a set of prescriptions as listed 
below: 

1.) Underpinning Analytical Work: ADB will undertake a 12- to18-month study entitled “Asia’s Water 
Future: Issues and Options”- This will investigate the availability of accessible fresh water over the 
next 20 years. 

2.) Policy Reforms: ADB’s intervention will vary by country in terms of their nature and range as 
prescribed in Water Operational Framework for India, China and Viet Nam; and

3.) Project and Program Support: Sustainable water use efficiency will be the hallmark of the next 
genre of ADB-funded projects and programs. (A) In this, the ADB is going to support genetic 
crop development under the Irrigation Productivity Enhancement Project and (B) Restructuring the 
urban water authority. 




